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Synopsis: In William Godwin’s Caleb Williams?1794?the main charac-
ter Caleb is a young man who dreams of becoming a novelist someday.
He accordingly narrates his tale as if he were writing a novel. He care-
fully observes each person around him as if they were fictional charac-
ters, but his observations of Falkland become a terrible surveillance
into Falkland’s soul, leading to their mutual ruin. We, therefore, can
see two closely connected themes in the novel: the modern grotesque
and the deconstruction of a narrative.
Having already discussed the modern grotesque in another paper,
in this article, I would like to deconstruct Caleb Williams. In particular,
I want to describe Caleb’s role as an unreliable narrator, dividing this
analysis into four sections. We can focus on the?truth?as seen and de-
scribed by Caleb, on the aim and meaning of the narrative, on Caleb’s
consciousness as a would-be novelist, and on the fictitiousness of his
own character.
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The spring of action which, perhaps more than any other, char-
acterised the whole train of my life, was curiosity. It was this that
gave me my mechanical turn; I was desirous of tracing the variety
of effects which might be produced from given causes. It was this
that made me a sort of natural philosopher; I could not rest till I
had acquainted myself with the solutions that had been invented
for the phenomena of the universe.?Caleb Williams, 4, emphasis
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I have been his murderer. . . . I endure the penalty of my crime. His
figure is ever in imagination before me. Waking or sleeping I still
behold him. He seems mildly to expostulate with me for my unfeel-
ing behaviour. I live the devoted victim of conscious reproach. Alas!
I am the same Caleb Williams that, so short a time ago, boasted,
that, however great were the calamities I endured, I was still inno-
cent.?325, emphasis added?
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I began these memoirs with the idea of vindicating my charac-
ter. I have now no character that I wish to vindicate: but I will fin-
ish them that thy story may be fully understood; and that, if those
errors of thy life be known which thou so ardently desiredst to con-
ceal, the world may at least not hear and repeat a half-told and
mangled tale.?326?
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desire to divert my mind from the deplorableness of my situation??3?
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I was not without a conviction that experience and practice must
pave the way to excellent production. But, though of these I was ut-
terly destitute, my propensities had always led me in this direction;
and my early thirst of knowledge had conducted me to a more inti-
mate acquaintance with books, than could perhaps have been ex-
pected under my circumstances.?257?
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But what was worst of all was this executorship. In every thing this
pragmatical rascal throws me behind. Contemptible wretch, that
has nothing of the man about him!?36, emphases added?
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To the world his writings will long remain a kind of specimen of
what the human mind is capable of performing; but no man per-
ceived their defects so acutely as he, or saw so distinctly how much
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